about 52% more than traumatic injury claims. Traumatic injury claims last an average of 24 weeks, compared to 36 weeks for occupational disease and 39 weeks for stress claims (Calise, 1993) .
This article describes the evolution of occupational stress claims in the U.S. and how a number of sources categorize these claims. It also describes some of the criteria used by states in determining the compensability of mental stress claims. Because of the tremendous rise in stress claims over the past several years, there is increasing concern about the legitimacy of many of these claims. Liberal laws, economic incentives, and desperation have given rise to a number of fraudulent stress claims and abuse of the workers' compensation system.
There are many definitions of occupational stress. Because of its reference to the person-environment fit, these authors prefer the definition of occupational stress described by Levy (1988) and attributed to McGrath, over others: "a [perceived] substantial imbalance between demand and response capability, under conditions where failure to meet demand has important [perceived] consequences."
EVOLUTION OF THE WORKERS' COMPENSATION SYSTEM
During the early part of the 20th century, workers' compensation laws were enacted in response to unsafe working conditions, frequent accidents, and failure of the legal system to adequately compensate injured workers for occupational injuries. Prior to these laws, workers had to prove in court that the injuries were caused by the negligence of their employers. In turn, employers were protected from liability under one of three statutes: "contributory negligence," which was invoked when employees were found to have contributed in any way to their injuries; "assumption of risk," which was invoked when injuries were found to be caused by hazards of which the workers were aware; and the "fellow servant doctrine," which occurred when a fellow employee's actions were found to have caused the injury (Levy, 1988) .
Rarely was the injured worker successful in recovering damages from injuries. The federal government and certain states began to look for alternative ways to deal with industrial injuries. By 1949 all states had injury compensation laws in place. These laws vary by state, but essentially all provide some form of wage replacement as well as health care and rehabilitation costs related to the workplace injury.
In later years the administration of the workers' compensation system became more complex. As occupational illnesses were recognized, benefits were provided to the ill employee if it was proven that the illness resulted from exposures in the workplace. Over time certain illnesses, for example asbestosis, silicosis, and byssinosis, have been causally related to workplace exposures and, therefore, compensated with little debate.
In the 1960s and 1970s psychological stress due to a number of factors began to be recognized as compensable. What began as a small number of claims rose to its peak by the mid 1980s. Job pressures have been cited in 75% of claims for workers' compensation in which mental stressors were the main cause of absenteeism. Ninety-five percent of these claims resulted from cumulative psychic workplace trauma (Wilson, 1991) . According to the Bureau of National Affairs (1990), businesses are losing $5 to $6 billion annually in productivity alone, caused by real or perceived abuse of employees. Billions more dollars are lost in wrongful termination, sexual harassment and defamation suits, outplacement, workers' compensation, and health care (Wilson, 1991) .
Occupational injuries are fairly easy to attribute to a specific time and place of occurrence and are usually compensated quickly. On the other hand, occupational illnesses are more difficult to attribute solely to workplace exposures. Because some diseases have long latency periods and multiple causes, can result from exposures over time, and are usually not visible, causation becomes more difficult to determine.
Mental diseases are even more difficult to attribute solely to workplace conditions because of their mysterious nature. Psychologists generally believe that all stress is not necessarily bad and that most stress is a necessary stimulus to an active life. The very nature of work carries with it an inherent amount of stress.
Many factors, such as environmental, biological, genetic, and individual characteristics and experience, may contribute to a mental disorder. How an individual defines, controls, or copes with stress varies from worker to worker and is rooted in many factors within the individual's personality and past experiences.
The difficulty in determining whether a mental injury exists and whether it is wholly or partially work related raises some difficult issues. When an injury or illness cannot be visually examined or measured objectively, the question of causation becomes more problematic (Bussey, 1993) . This leaves the administrative decision maker in a double bind as to how to recognize a legitimate claim without opening the floodgates to other claims that may be less legitimate (Lippel, 1989) .
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CATEGORIES OF STRESS CLAIMS
Three categories of stress claims are described in the literature as having psychological implications (Bussey, 1993; Lippel, 1989) . These categories are defined by the type of stimulus that preceded or precipitated the mental disability.
Physical-Mental
The most widely accepted type of stress claim is the physical-mental claim. This type of claim results from a compensable physical injury that subsequently results in a disabling mental disorder. Mental disability claims resulting from work related injuries are generally recognized as compensable in most states. Examples of this type of mental injury include the development of postaccident depression and postaccident suicide related to chronic pain syndrome suffered from workplace physical injuries (Lippel, 1989) .
Despite the general acceptability of physical-mental stress claims, not all are accepted easily. One case involving a woman in Florida has been in the courts since 1986 and is still under appeal. The woman was mugged by a black male while at work and suffered a fractured vertebra from the attack. She subsequently developed a posttraumatic stress disorder and a "phobia" of black males. Because the woman had no history of psychiatric illness and no evidence of pre-existing racial prejudice, the courts awarded her $50,000 and nearly $200 a week for life (Calise, 1993) .
Mental-Physical
This category of mental injury involves a case in which a worker first experiences a mental stimulus that results in a physical disability. For example, a worker is startled by a loud noise that results in a disabling accident or cardiac arrest (Bussey, 1993) . Another example of this type of claim would be a worker who develops ulcers resulting from job stress. Even though the etiology of ulcers and cardiac conditions might not be certain, objective findings indicate that the condition exists. Because of the physical element associated with both physical-mental and mental-physical injuries, both categories are generally compensable in most states (Lippel, 1989) .
Mental-Mental
Mental-mental claims constitute the third category of stress claims. In these claims, a mental stress leads to some form of mental injury and subsequent disability. Neither the stimulus nor the response are of a physical nature. Because of the lack of a physical element, they are far more difficult to decide. Further, the lack of scientific instruments to objectively measure mental illness makes it difficult for workers' compensation administrators and psychiatric practitioners to distinguish the legitimacy of a claim that is primarily work related from one that is not (Lippel, 1989) . Because of these factors, workers who have legitimate reasons to file a claim may be denied (Bussey, 1993; Donatelle, 1989; Lippel, 1989; Schut, 1992; Thompson, 1992) .
compensation, while those whose claims are unreasonable may be compensated for an injury that has its origins elsewhere.
VARIATIONS IN THE SYSTEMS
Acceptance of stress claims varies considerably by state. A worker may be compensated for a job related mental disability in one state, while a worker with a similar disability will be denied compensation in another. In states with more restrictive criteria, a worker with a legitimate work related mental disability may have to bear the burden individually and personally for a disabling mental injury. On the other hand, states that use more liberal criteria have not only awarded benefits to workers with legitimate claims, they have opened the doors of abuse and fraud.
Because most stress claims are litigated, decisions coming from the courts can keep state compensation laws in constant flux. So many state workers' compensation laws are in revision it is nearly impossible to keep current on criteria for compensability for all states' systems.
What is presented here may have already changed or will change by the time this article is read. Therefore, it is critical that health professionals, personnel and human resource managers, and employers keep abreast of the workers' compensation laws in their respective states.
A number of sources report that more than half of the states' workers' compensation systems recognize mental disabilities in some form or another as compensable (see Table) . In the most recent reports, 10 states do not 496 compensate for any form of cumulative mental stress (mental-mental) claims. Some of these states require evidence that some form of physical contact or physical disability occurred.
Many of these states apply the rule very broadly, however. For example, the Florida courts awarded compensation to a woman who was robbed of a ring at gunpoint, reasoning that removing the ring and pointing of the gun constituted physical contact and not merely a frightening event (Lippel, 1989) .
Seven states compensate for disabling mental stress claims if the disability resulted from a sudden, unexpected shocking event. Sudden, acute mental stress can result from a single incident at a specific time and place. For example, a worker develops a posttraumatic stress disorder from witnessing the death of a coworker, or a bank teller develops a disabling phobia of public places after being held hostage by an armed bank robber. Most states recognize this type of claim as compensable under workers' compensation statutes (Lippel, 1989) .
Fourteen states will compensate stress claims if the source of stress is more than normally expected in the course of everyday life or employment and the event (or events) was a substantial contributing cause of the mental injury, illness, or condition (Bussey, 1993) . This type of stress would result from events outside the worker's usual work experience and would evoke significant symptoms of distress in a worker in similar circumstances (Bussey, 1993) .
Eight states will compensate workers who file stress claims even if the source of the stress is not unusual or in excess of the stress of daily living. These states make no attempt to differentiate stress claims from any other type of workers' compensation claims . Laws in these states contend that if the stress alone caused the mental disability, it justifies awarding compensation (Bussey, 1993) .
Mental-mental claims resulting from gradual or chronic stress may take many forms. The more classic examples that arise regularly are based on mental disability resulting from such conditions as increased work load, long working hours, racial or sexual harassment, conflict with supervisors or coworkers (Lippel, 1989) ,job insecurity, task demands, excessive competition, and hazardous working conditions (Levy, 1988) . Additional sources of chronic, gradual stress include abuse and lack of support from the public, commonly experienced by public servants such as police officers (Alkus, 1983) .
Workplace mistreatment, or the perception of workplace mistreatment, cannot be overlooked as a source of gradual, chronic stress. Because people need their jobs to provide a living for themselves or their families, many will endure the stresses placed on them until they develop a disabling psychiatric injury. This is particularly true for vulnerable employees in positions of little authority, where psychological demands are high and control over the work situation is low (Karasek, 1990) . For example, a young single mother of two children develops severe depression as a result of constant pressure and criticism from her supervisor. About half of the states recognize chronic, gradual stress claims as legitimate and compensable under their workers' compensation statutes.
CHANGES IN THE SYSTEM
For all types of claims, all 50 states are showing workers' compensation costs in the billions of dollars (Sukay, 1993) . The rise in stress claims over the past several years, coupled with the cost of these claims to workers' compensation systems, has spurred many states to re-examine how they administer their programs. Because of the rise in this type of claim, some state workers' compensation programs are themselves being stressed to the point of near bankruptcy.
In California, for example, stress related workers' compensation claims increased 700% between 1981 and 1991 (Schut, 1992) and an additional 12% between 1991 and 1992 (R. Katz, personal communication, December 18, 1993) . Although changes in California workers' compensation laws are expected, existing workers' compensation law requires only that actual events of employment be responsible for at least 10% of the total causation from all sources contributing to the psychiatric injury.
A whole new injury developed as a result of this broad definition, churning out thousands of claims, reaping ill gotten rewards, and abusing the system. A prime example occurred when a restaurant in California OCTOBER 1994, VOL. 42, NO. 10 The rise in stress claims over the past several years, coupled with the cost of these claims to workers' compensation systems, has spurred many states to re-examine how they administer their programs.
closed permanently, and 115 of its 119 employees filed stress claims. Attorneys had stationed themselves outside the door the day of the lay-offs to intercept the newly unemployed, influencing them to file these claims (Schut, 1992) .
The laws in California have been so liberal that one worker was awarded compensation because of the stress caused by working in a multi-ethnic environment. In another case, a state judge was awarded compensation after claiming he suffered a stroke as a result of being overworked by the increased caseload of workers' compensation claims (Swoboda, F. "Employers recognizing what stress costs them," The Washington Post, March 28, 1993, p. H2) .
The following case, which epitomizes abuse of the system, generated a great deal of public attention. A newspaper story reported that a physician in Los Angeles was indicted (and subsequently pleaded guilty) for fraudulently billing insurance companies for as much as $8 million. Because of the "stress" involved in his impending jail sentence, he filed for workers' compensation and received $266 a month in benefits ("Doctor cheated insurers, now gets paid for stress," Seattle Times, February 1992, p. 7).
In 1990 the California courts held that an employee performing poorly on the job and appropriately disciplined may file a stress claim against the employer. The courts also ruled that a worker had the right to workers' compensation for stress resulting solely from the loss of a job (Stevens, 1992) . This provides a financial incentive for many workers to file stress claims rather than accept unemployment benefits. Disability benefits closely approximate the wages of many lower paying jobs and can last longer than unemployment coverage.
In 1987, Oregon, with almost four times as many stress claims as the national average, implemented reform laws limiting the compensability for mental stress claims to illnesses with " clear and convincing evidence" that the disorder arose " out of and in the course of employment." The law also required that the injury be established by medical evidence supported by objective findings (Bussey, 1993) .
As a result of the amendment to the definition of occupational illness, stress claims dropped 38% from 1987 to 1988 (Calise, 1993) . The effect of this new law in decreasing stress claims is not surpnsmg. The law, as written, has the potential to be a double edged sword. As intended, it is a deterrent for filing fraudulent claims. On the other hand, those with a legitimate claim may be reluctant to have their personal and family life openly investigated to determine work relatedness.
CONCLUSION
Clearly stress in the workplace has a major financial impact on the national economy. Employers and employees alike feel the effects of "stress" in terms of lost productivity, absenteeism, health care costs, and psychological instability. Many workers' compensation systems are in dire financial straits due, in part, to workplace stress claims and misuse of its intended purpose. The inconsistency across the 50 states in defining what constitutes a compensable claim raises many issues about what is fair and equitable treatment.
Whether or not a worker is compensated, controlling stress in the workplace is likely to be a major challenge for occupational health professionals (Salazar, 1993) . Stress reduction programs, such as exercise and meditation, have been developed in many organizations to help workers cope with job stress. While these programs are an important component of worksite health promotion programs, in some instances they may only be effectivein the short term.
Until the cause of the stress is reduced or eliminated, the problems will recur. Employers and management must recognize that a crucial relationship exists between the employee and the employer. Often the problem is a poor relationship between employees and supervisors or a poor fit between an employee's skills and the requirements of the job.
Occupational health professionals are in a key position, not only to recognize signs and symptoms of stress among employees, but to educate managers to investigate and control sources of stressors in the workplace and thus reduce the cost of stress related workers' compensation claims.
